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I

ou read over the brief several times
to make sure it was perfect. You
were certain you made all necessary
corrections. You even fixed the dangling
modifier on page four. So you filed the
brief and served it on opposing counsel.
And then you found it-right there on
page one-a glaring typo.

way that affords the fresh outlook needed
for effective proofreading. Bryan Garner
refers to this technique as "distanced editing," which he says "will lower the chance
of your 'reading' what you intended to say
instead of what you actually said." 6

Sound familiar? Most of us have had an
experience like this one time or another.
Perhaps it has happened more times than
you care to admit. You may even have
wondered whether the time spent proofreading is actually worth it, especially
when it seems impossible to make the
document perfect. Well, the answer is yes.
While proofreading is time-consuming, a
polished document is important for your
credibility as a writer and lawyer. Consider the following quote from a text devoted entirely to editing strategies for legal
writing: "When you are not careful about
a little detail, like where an apostrophe
belongs, your reader will begin to doubt
whether you were careful about other, bigger things."2

As I often tell my students, proofreading a document on the computer or tablet screen is not the most effective way to
edit. Instead, print the document so that
you can proofread with a hardcopy of the
paper and a pen. 7 Read the document very
slowly and, if possible, read out loud so
you are sure to read each word.8 this is a
tip I have incorporated into my own editing process for years. I find that by reading
my text out loud, I am more likely to hear
grammatical errors than when reading the
text silently to myself.

'this column offers some tips and strategies
that can improve the proofreading process
you use. To be clear, I use the term proofreading to refer to the final stage of editing. Of course proofreading can never take
the place of earlier stages of rewriting or
revising for organization, content, clarity,
or conciseness.3 But this final stage of editing is crucial, because it is where you identify and fix any problems with spelling,
grammar, and punctuation that leave your
document looking less than polished.'

Leave yourself plenty of time to take breaks
from the document you are proofreading.
If you have a day or two to set the document aside, then by all means, take it. If
not, an hour or even 20 minutes away from
the document can help clear your head in a
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One careful proofread is usually not
enough. Instead, build in time to read the
document over from start to finish, and
then do it again, and perhaps even again.
With each read, look for different types of
errors. For example, I read the entire document looking only for spelling and other
typographical errors. Then I read the entire document again, this time looking for
grammar and punctuation errors. If you
know there are specific grammar or punctuation rules that give you trouble, you
may want to break this second stage down
even further to review the document separately with those particularly troublesome
rules in mind, and then again for all other
grammar and punctuation rules.

tentially embarrassing typos.9 Perhaps the
auto correct function tried to fix an error,
but did so incorrectly. For example, your
spell check will not necessarily appreciate
the difference between the words "principal" and "principle." Or perhaps the spell
check did not flag an error because the
word you used is a word, just not the one
you meant to use. For example, you meant
to use the word "their" but instead typed
"there."The spell check will not catch this
error. this advice likewise applies to your
computer's grammar checker, which may
be even less reliable than the spell check.
Remember that incorrect punctuation can
affect the meaning of text or cause an
unintended ambiguity. Consider the following example I use with my students:
Correct punctuation:
"Let's eat, Grandma."
Incorrect punctuation:
"Let's eat Grandma."

Create a personal proofreading checklist
that incorporates the above tips and techniques. Next, add in tips about specific
grammar and punctuation rules that are
commonly misused. More than one resource I reviewed suggests including the
following tips on your checklist:
* Check for sentence fragments or
incomplete sentences.
* Check for effective use of parallel
structure.
* Check verb tense and subject-verb
agreement.
* Check for proper use of commas,
semi-colons and colons.
* Check quotation marks.
* Check apostrophes (proper use of
12
plurals and possessives).

Checking your spelling, rather than relying exclusively on a spell check, will
ensure you find unfortunate or even po-

Finally, keep track of errors you make often, and then add those to your personal

checklist. 3 'this last step is important because proofreading is a learning process,
and a personal checklist will help you learn
to avoid making the same mistakes in the
future.'

Find and use one of the many respected
style guides or handbooks that are available, which include shorter resources that
can serve as a quick reference, 5 as well as
longer resources that offer more detailed
guidance. 6 In addition to print resources,
some writers find well-known online resources to be helpful and accessible. '7

Remember that writers are humans, and
thus we all make mistakes. One legal writing
professor offers the following sound advice
in response to this reality: "You'll become
a better writer if you learn from those mistakes, but you'll gain nothing by dwelling
on them." 8 So stop dwelling on the typo
in the document you filed last week. Focus
instead on the document you are drafting
today. My proofreading tips and strategies
are not meant to result in perfection, but
they can help ensure the time you do devote to the final stage of editing will result in a more polished finished product.
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